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A FAILING GRADE FOR REMOTE LEARNING 

 

When the COVID-19 pandemic began spreading across the U.S., many schools made the tough decision to 

temporarily close and shift to virtual classes. By April 17, 2020, 43 states and Washington D.C. had required 

schools to close, and seven states recommended it.1 Many schools also remained closed for the majority or 

entirety of the 2020-2021 school year. In December 2020, 56% of school districts were still fully remote.2 By 

May 2021, only 2% of school districts were fully remote.3 Education is a vital part of a child’s development and 

essential to preserving a free society, and so the losses resulting from the school closures and remote learning are 

devastating.  

  

• Loss of learning in reading and math.  

➢ Many students failed to gain proper understanding in reading and math during remote school. By 

comparing the reading and math scores from 2021 to 2019, the Texas Education Agency found that 

remote teaching resulted in a loss of learning. In reading, 34% of students grades 3 through 8 met their 

grade-level’s expectations compared with 39% in 2019. In math, only 28% of students grades 3 through 

8 met their grade-level’s expectations compared with 40% in 2019. Similarly, high school students’ 

Algebra I test scores show only 41% met expectations compared to 62% in 2019.4 It is evident that 

school closures hurt, but the student scores were not excellent to begin. School closures made a bad 

situation worse. 

➢ A Gallup survey in Massachusetts found that 41% of high-school students who are in person, full-time 

“strongly agree that they learn a lot every day,” while only 16% of students in full-time remote school 

said so. Also, 8% of in-person students said they were falling behind, while one third of fully remote or 

hybrid students said they were.5 Full-time remote students missed out on the best opportunity to learn.  

➢ NWEA’s, formerly the Northwest Evaluation Association, survey of 4.4 million students found that in 

grades 3-8, grades fell an average of 5-10% in math from fall 2019 to fall 2020.6 Students consistently 

lost math skills while attempting to learn while fully-time remote. 

 

• Loss of attendance.   

➢ In addition to performing poorly on tests, many students failed to attend virtual school altogether. For 

example, Los Angeles Unified School Districts reported that an average of 32% of high-school students 

did not log into virtual classes each day.7 The superintendent is concerned that some of these students 

are those who are in foster care or living in poverty.8  

➢ In fall 2020, at Provide Public Schools in Rhode Island, students who were fully remote attended class 

less often and received lower grades for incomplete classwork than students who attended in-person 

classes.9 Also, a study of 33 California school districts showed that the chronic absence rate doubled to 

16% in sixth grade and 21% in seventh grade.10 

 

• Loss of support for low-income and high-need students.  

➢ From reduced school services to limited access to electronics and broadband, students who live in 

poverty face the greatest disadvantages from remote instruction. The lack of school opportunity during 

pandemic harms students, especially in low-income Black and Hispanic communities where they rely on 

education for opportunities to build a future out of poverty.11 Further still, students who depend on 
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mental health care at school, come from food insecure households, or live at risk of abuse or neglect at 

home faced additional challenges during school closures.12 

➢ Students who were already behind in their classes now face more difficulties catching up. For example, 

in fall 2019, 47% of at-risk D.C. students were more than 2 grades behind in math, and the amount 

increased to 55% in 2020.13 Experts are united in announcing that students will struggle to progress 

without in-person instruction.14  

 

• Loss of opportunity for mental and emotional growth.  

➢ School provides more than just instruction—it offers opportunities for social, physical, and behavioral 

activities. Virtual instruction fails to offer these activities that support mental and emotional growth and 

health.15 A 2020 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) study shows that virtual instruction 

poses more risks to mental health and wellness of children than in-person school.16  

➢ Some educators are most concerned about the impacts of school closures on kindergarteners because 

social and emotional learning is especially important at this age. Kindergarten is where students “learn 

the building blocks of how to be students.”17 Keeping them at home impedes these key developments.  

 

• Loss of healthy minds and bodies.   

➢ During school closures and social isolation, eating disorders increased among students. For example, the 

number of eating disorder patients at Boston Children’s Hospital tripled and requests for eating-disorder 

treatment has increased from 6 cases per week to 23 cases.18 Dr. Tracy Richmond called the mental-health 

problems of adolescents “like a second pandemic.”19 

➢ In May 2020, just after school closures began, 29 percent of parents with school age children said their 

child’s mental and emotional health was worse than before the pandemic, and by October 2020, it rose to 

31 percent of parents.20 These parents often sited that it was a major challenge to be separated from 

classmates and teachers during school closures.21  

➢ Young girls have been particularly vulnerable to lost resources and opportunities at school. Emergency 

room visits room for potential suicide attempts for girls ages 12 to 17 increased 50 percent from February 

to March in 2021 compared to 2019.22  

School closures and remote learning have received a resounding F. Department of Education Secretary Miguel 

Cardona said he expects school to open for full time, in-person instruction this fall.23 Also, the American Academy 

of Pediatrics (APP) reports, “Opening school generally does not significantly increase community transmission,” 

especially when appropriate health safety measures are followed.24 AAP encourages schools do “everything 

possible” to keep students in-person for school.25  

For the sake of students’ mental and emotional well-being, schools should work to open for fully in-person 

instruction for the duration of the 2021-2022 school year. If schools don’t, the consequences will negatively affect a 

generation of students for a lifetime.  
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